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Retirement to Private Life
In 1885, at the age of 55, Heinrich Handschin made the tried and tested
Jakob Wirz his partner. He informed his clients that "I have accepted my
present general manager Jakob Wirz as joint proprietor in my silk ribbon
enterprise which I will continue under the name of Heinrich Handschin &
Wirz." 13
Handschin returned to Switzerland for good and took up residence in
Basel. He regularly went to Moscow for some months to control the course
of business. In the above-mentioned letter to his cousin Jakob Sutter he said
in 1887:
Now that with all the work and worries I had become old, I desired
some rest, and therefore I associated myself with the director of my
factory Jakob Wirz. I bought a small house in Basel, which I
furnished nicely and comfortably, and it is my goal to spend the
rest of my years in this place." 14

A comfortable Life
Having returned to Basel Heinrich Handschin bought property at
Schtitzenmattsr. 41; the house including stables had an appraised value of
about sfr. 100,000.00 in 1894. He furnished the house in a manner that was
worthy of a rich entrepreneur. The inventory of his estate tells us what kinds
of things he chose for his surroundings: Only a samovar, the traditional
Russian tea kettle, and two splendid books about Russia recalled his many
13
14

U. Rauber. Schweizer Industrie in Russland [Swiss Industry in Russia]. Zurich 1985, 47.
Cf. fn . 5.
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years in Russia. Conspicuous is the fact that he had two horses as well as
carriages and considerable harnesses. He could choose whether he wanted
to ride a horse, or to take a drive in a coupe or a victoria, or wanted to drive
his char a bane himself. The value of two horses, the carriages and the
harnesses was almost as much as that of all the furniture of the house which
had nine rooms (including a garret room) which were generously furnished.
According to the taste of the period the house included the customary parlor
rooms as well as a Chinese room which was decorated with a chaise longue,
chairs, a canape, embroidered silk curtains, vases and Chinese knick-knacks
etc. There was no lack of china nor silverware. In addition there was a
considerable wine-cellar containing about 600 bottles though there were
few choice wines. 15
Although the former re-spooler Heinrich Handschin lived a bourgeois
life, he did not participate in Basel's social life. He remained the foreigner
who had made his way in the distant city of Moscow. With whom could he
have shared his experiences, or to whom could he have even described
them? He was and remained a reserved, closed individual who had fought
all alone. He had succeeded in rising financially, but not socially or
culturally. Without doubt, at the time it was difficult for a nouveau riche
climber to be accepted into the circles of the middle or upper classes in
Basel. But what would have connected him with these people? His family
background and his career had almost nothing in common with the world
of Basel's upper classes. And it seems that privately Heinrich Handschin
did not seek any social contacts.
Risk
The entrepreneur from Moscow had a comfortable office in his house.
The walls were decorated with pictures showing the various periods of his
childhood and youth in Switzerland, e.g. a still life of Basel, a watercolor
of Rickenbach as well as small pieces showing shooting fairs in Basel in the
years of 1605 and 1844. And was perhaps Napoleon I, whose portrait also
was in the office, a model for Heinrich Handschin?
The office was used frequently, Handschin's business life continued
though in a different way. He invested little money in real estate which
counted for just 6.3% of his assets of which his house alone counted for
almost 6%. No, he invested his money mostly in short-term, and sometimes
medium-term, securities. This way of managing his assets was timeconsuming, but very lucrative. One gets the impression that Handschin

15

St.ABL. Neueres Archiv. Stiftungen. C. Handschin Stiftung. I 1 Testament des Heinrich
Handschin von Rickenbach vom 20. Oktober 1982 rnit Beizettel von 1893. [Last Will and
Testament of Henrich Handschin of Rickenbach dated 1892 with addition of 1983.]
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liked to take risks not only with cards, billiards or dominoes, but also - and
very successfully - with his money.
Donor and Founder
Heinrich Handschin made much money, but he also made donations. In
1890 he made a bequest of sfr. 10,000.00 to the town of Gelterkinden to
allow them to have a church bell cast. A few months before his death he
donated sfr. 50,000.00 to the Canton of Basel-Landschaft for building a
reform school for juvenile delinquents. The money was given to the
Rettungsanstalt [Rescue Institution] in Augst which later became the
boarding school Schillingsftirst. In 1891 Gelterkinden bestowed honorary
citizenship on Handschin.
In addition Handschin supported the Armenerziehungsverein [Society
for the education of poor children] and other benevolent institutions.
Already before 1878 a yearly donation of sfr. 500.00 to his home town of
Rickenbach had become customary. The town was charged to use this
money to prepare a Christmas celebration for its poor inhabitants.
All this reached its climax when Handschin destined his young home
canton as the primary heir of his estate. More will be said about the
foundation which was created from his estate and which allowed many
young men and women of the area to obtain an education which they could
not have afforded otherwise.
Handschin's Legacy
In the life of the Muscovite Heinrich Handschin there was little space
for anything beside work and limited leisure. Though he encouraged his
manager Jakob Wirz to establish a family, he never decided to do so, not
even after the birth of his illegitimate son Wladimir. As long as Handschin
lived in Moscow he supported the mother, Anna Abeldiacoba, and the boy
visiting them quite often. Yet the relationship was never close, and
Handschin did not get personally involved.
After Handschin's death, Jakob Weiss, a friend from Moscow, turned
to the Cantonal Executive of Basel-Landschaft asking them to support
Handschin' s son whom he had not remembered in his last will. Handschin
had told Weiss about Wladimir and his mother, but had not introduced them
to Weiss until 1892 when he asked him to take 30 rubles to them as the
mother and the young son - who was 14 already - had not much to eat. The
mother died in February 1893. Heinrich Handschin did not want to see
Wladimir, but asked Weiss to see to it that the son get good training. He
also asked Weiss to give Wladimir advice whenever he needed it; once
Wladimir would be able to have a business of his own, he, Handschin,
would provide the means.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2009
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Yet since Handschin had not written down anything, no provisions were
made for the son. Jakob Weiss asked the Cantonal Executive of Canton
Basel-Landschaft for a sum of 5,000 rubles for Wladimir's education and
training which was to be administered by Jakob Wirz, who had given
financial help to the young man. In 1894 the Cantonal Executive decided
to send 1,000 rubles to Jakob Wirz for Wladimir's training since Wirz had
considered this sum as sufficient, yet subsequently Wirz sent additional bills
to Liestal. In the accounts of the Handschin Foundation the son lives on as
"Boy W." but then he disappeared without leaving a trace. 16

Heinrich Handschin's Death
The last years of "the Muscovite Handschin" as he was called in the
Basel area, were darkened by illness.
Death and Funeral Announcement
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It is our sad duty to announce to all
friends and acquaintances that according
to the Lord's will our dear brother and uncle
Heinrich Handschin
Ribbon manufacturer of Rickenbach
living in Basel has died after a long illness
at 3:30 a.m. on June 16, 1894, at the age
of 64 ½ years.
We ask to honor the memory the dear deceased.
The bereaved family and friends
The funeral takes place today, Monday,
June 18, at 4 p.m. in Gelterkinden.
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